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Murdoch: Governor Cespedes and the Religious Problem in East Florida, 1786

GOVERNOR CESPEDES AND THE RELIGIOUS
PROBLEM IN EAST FLORIDA, 1786-1787
by RICHARD K. MURDOCH

Hardly a year had elapsed after the retrocession of
East Florida to Spanish control in 1783, when one disturbing fact became evident to the authorities in St.
Augustine and Havana. The desired increase in the
Spanish population of the province was not materializing, and there were no indications of an imminent influx
of settlers. This condition was due largely to the absence of any Spanish colonists in Cuba willing to move
across the Bahama channel to the mainland. Already
voices were being raised against the offering of inducements to obtain settlers for the less desirable portions
of the Spanish colonial empire. Writing a few years
later, a high colonial official attacked the whole policy
of sending groups of colonists from Spain to the American colonies, claiming that this constituted a disastrous
drain on the finances of the nation. 1
Due to the inability to find suitable Spanish settlers,
the major portion of the population of the province in
1786 consisted of the sizeable occupation force and their
families together with the Minorcan colonists remaining
from the English period. 2 In an effort to increase the
number of inhabitants, a small band of poverty-stricken
farmers originally from the Canary Islands were transferred to St. Augustine from Pensacola. This action had
been requested during the previous year and royal approval was finally given in an order dated February 4,
1786. 3 These people were transported to St. Augustine
1. Discourse by Jose Salcedo relative to the cession of East Florida
to the English, August 20, 1788, in Arthur P. Whitaker (ed. and
trans.), Documents Relating to the Commercial Policy of Spain in
the Floridas . . . , p. 83.
2. According to one authority, the total military force in St. Augustine
in 1786 numbered approximately 450. Joseph B. Lockey, “The St.
Augustine Census of 1786,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XVIII
(1939), p. 17. The number of Minorcans, Italians, and Greeks listed
in the 1786 census was 469. East Florida Papers, Census Returns,
1784-1814.
3. Jose de Espeleta to Vicente Manuel de Cespedes, August 19, 1786,
East Florida Papers, b1A.

Published by STARS, 1947

1

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 26 [1947], No. 4, Art. 5

326

THE FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

in small groups as vessels became available. It was
expected that they would assume the burden of raising
sufficient agricultural products to satisfy the needs of
the entire province. A single year of half-hearted and
probably misguided effort on the part of the Canary
islanders was sufficient to convince Governor Cespedes 4
that this scheme was far from successful. Writing to
Spain concerning these farmers, he declared: “Their
sloth compels me to inform Your Excellency that they
are nothing but a source of useless expense to the royal
treasury." 5 In short, there was no indication that the
province was on the road to much desired self-sufficiency.
The governor was still convinced that this could be
achieved for he had information that under the English
administration the province had boasted an exportable
6
surplus of cereal products. On every side were to be
seen fertile acres lying idle because of the shortage of
colonists capable of, tilling the soil. The only remaining
solution to the problem appeared to be the admission
of a selected group of dependable foreign farmers.
The governor’s problem, however, was not simply
one of finding settlers willing to come to the province.
Once such a group had been located, there still remained
the difficult task of convincing the Spanish authorities
in Havana of the desirability of requesting Madrid to
sanction the issuance of licenses to permit these foreigners to settle on Spanish soil. Although the admission of such persons as permanent settlers ran counter
to three hundred years of restrictive Spanish colonial
policy, the closing decades of the eighteenth century
were witnessing a gradual relaxation in enforcement of
certain regulations in the Laws of the Indies. 7 Cespedes
4. Vicente Manuel de Cespedes (or Zespedes) was governor of East
Florida from 1784 to 1790.
5. Cespedes to Marquis de Sonora, May 12, 1787, as printed in
Whitaker, op. cit., p. 55.
6. The truth of the matter was that under the English, East Florida
seldom had been able to supply its own food requirements. Wilbur
H. Siebert, Loyalists in East Florida, I, 119.
7. For laws regulating the entry of foreigners into the Spanish
colonial empire, see Recopilacion de Leyes de los Reynes de las
Indias. . . , libro IX (1791 ed.), III, 326ff.
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delayed writing to Madrid on the matter of foreign
settlers apparently preferring to formulate a feasable
plan before broaching the subject officially. His frequent dispatches did lay the groundwork for future
action, however, stressing the extreme poverty of the
settlers already in the province, the lack of food, the
need for clothing, and the shortage of money to pay the
soldiers. 8
There had been rumors current for some time in
St. Augustine that a number of recent European arrivals
in the United States were not finding their new life as
easy as they had been assured it would be. Cespedes
was informed that some of these Europeans were willing
to cross to the south bank of the St. Marys river in order
to settle on the farms abandoned by the departing English colonists. He wrote concerning these people: “It
is probable that not a few Europeans who have emigrated
to North America during the last five years in search
of settlements and illusory riches, and who are already
disillusioned, will think themselves fortunate if they
are received as subjects of his Majesty." 9 Here was an
obvious solution to the problem of populating and feeding the province. Cespedes wrote to Madrid suggesting
that these people be admitted to East Florida under
regulations similar to those applied a year earlier to
those English settlers who had expressed a desire to
remain in the province as Spanish subjects. 10 As he
pointed out, the Europeans in the United States were
poor and utterly destitute, and therefor would undoubtedly become dependable citizens. He warned his gov8. For an example of a letter of this sort, see Cespedes to Bernardo
de Galvez, February 20, 1786, East Florida Papers, b41 B4.
9. Cespedes to Marquis de Sonora, May 12, 1787, Whitaker, op. cit.,
p. 53.
10. The royal order of March 8, 1786 granted permission to the
English settlers to remain in East Florida if they swore an oath
of allegiance to Spain, and if they accepted the Catholic faith.
The order of April 5 was in much the same vein. The governor
acknowledged the receipt of these orders on August 12, 1786.
Cespedes to Galvez, August 12, 1786, East Florida Papers, b41 B4.
See also, Cespedes to Galvez, December 24, 1786, East Florida
Papers, b43, D1.
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ernment, however: “It would by no means be advisable
to admit natives of the said America [ i.e., the United
States] into the province because one might say that
they would then be as it were at the door of their original
home." 11 Although this attitude of mistrust of native
Americans continued to be evident in the dispatches of
Cespedes and his successor, no serious effort was made
by either of them to prevent the unlicensed entry of
these people into East Florida.
The two major objections to the governor’s suggestion to admit recent arrivals to the United States
from Europe, aside from their being foreigners, were
their association, albeit short, with the liberal form of
government of the new republic, and their usual nonobservance of Catholicism. Cespedes asserted that compliance with the royal order of March 8 requiring an
oath of allegiance to Spain and conversion to the Catholic faith would resolve both these difficulties. He could
find no other argument against the admission of these
people as settlers, nor could he foresee difficulties developing once they had been received in the province.
The governor reported to Madrid that he had issued
an order to all heads of families requiring observance
of that portion of the royal order dealing with the oath
of allegiance. 12 Apparently the handful of foreign settlers remaining from the English period offered no objection to complying with his order. One of the first to
take the required oath was John Leslie, the partner of
William Panton. He appeared in court on August 28
and took the prescribed oath with his hand “on the
Holy Bible and the Four Gospels." 13
Although the governor expressed some concern at
the appearance of scattered American settlers along the
11. Cespedes to Marquis de Sonora, May 12, 1787, Whitaker, op. cit.,
p. 53.
12. Cespedes to Galvez, August 12, 1786, op cit.
13. Cespedes to Marquis de Sonora, August 30, 1786, Archivo Historico
Nacional, Estado: Legajo 3901. The king expressed his approval
of Leslie’s action and granted him permission to continue his
business in St. Augustine. Jose de Galvez to Cespedes, January 19,
1787, ibid.
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frontier, he seemed willing to extend the terms of the
royal orders of 1786 to embrace all people desirous of
remaining permanently in East Florida. Available information does not give an exact date for the arrival
of the first of these citizens of the new republic. A few
crossed the St. Marys river during 1785, and it is possible
that some may have come in the previous year. The
governor’s first allusion to the presence of a few American families in the vicinity of both the St. Marys and
St. Johns rivers came during the late summer of 1786. 14
These people were followed by larger numbers in the
next few years, culminating in a “migration” in 1790.
Like the former English colonists still remaining in East
Florida, the new settlers from the United States expressed willingness to take the required oath of allegiance to Spain, but balked at the demand that they
make an immediate change in their religion. The governor expressed mild pleasure at the arrival of these
people and at the rapidity with which they settled on
the abandoned plantations, but he insisted that he was
firm in his decision to enforce the religious clauses of
the royal orders. The years 1786 and 1787 witnessed
few voluntary conversions among the Anglo-Saxon settlers, and it became evident that the governor could not
enforce his will without a show of force. In the face of
this opposition, he apparently abandoned all efforts to
force conversion on that portion of the population not
professing to be Catholic. A compromise acceptable to
all was reached when Cespedes agreed to relieve the
adult population of the necessity of changing religions
provided they made no attempt to hold public Protestant
services. 15 This sub rosa agreement seemed to resolve
14. Cespedes to Galvez, August 12, 1786, op. cit.
15. The holding of Protestant services of any sort within the Spanish
colonial empire was strictly forbidden in the Laws of the Indies.
This prohibition was repeated in a royal order of 1790 permitting
all foreigners to settle in East Florida. The order declared: “He,
the settler, will not be molested in the matter of religion, though
there will be no public cult other than the Catholic.” Las Casas to
Quesada, October 19, 1790, as quoted in Spanish Land Grants in
Florida. Historical Records Survey, 5 vols. (Tallahassee, 1940),
IV. 19D.
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one problem arising from the admission of foreign settlers into East Florida.
In spite of the failure of his earlier attempts, the
governor still clung to the hope of obtaining in some
way partial observance of the religious terms of the
orders of 1786. His next attempt was to try to convince
the Anglo-Saxon settlers of the advantages that might
accrue to those of them who permitted their younger
children to receive religious instruction as the first step
to conversion to the Catholic faith. Compliance with
such a measure would require that the children of the
settlers in the northern part of the province either be
brought to St. Augustine or be visited by someone capable
of giving the necessary instruction. The utter impossibility of the first course was evident as the roads to St.
Augustine were much too dangerous. In addition, few
of the settlers could afford the expense of such a journey.
It was thus evident that the success of Cespedes’ plan
depended on the dispatching of a priest to visit the
rural areas.
But here again the governor ran into a difficult
situation. There were four Catholic priests resident in
East Florida in 1786, but only two were able to conduct
services in the church in St. Augustine. Fathers Thomas
Hassett and Michael O’Reilly, the two priests serving
the parish at St. Augustine, 16 had reached East Florida
late in 1784, the former in the capacity of vicar and
parish priest, and the latter both as the vicar’s assistant
and as chaplain to administer to the needs of the garrison. 17 These duties, both civilian and military, kept the two
men constantly occupied within the bounds of the town.
In addition to these two priests, a third, Father Pedro
Camps, had long been associated with the Minorcan col16. The parish of St. Augustine embraced the entire province of East
Florida.
17. The two priests had received their religious instruction in the
Irish College at ‘the University of Salamanca. For additional information on the two men, see Joseph B. Lockey, “Public Education
in Spanish St. Augustine,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XV (1937),
pp. 148-157; and Patrick W. Browne, “Salamanca and the Church
in Florida,” Ecclesiastical Review, LXXXIV (1931), pp. 581-587.
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any at New Smyrna, and was then in retirement in St.
Augustine. He was occasionally called upon to assist in
services involving Minorcans who were unable to speak
Spanish. His health was such as to prevent any extensive
travel. 18 The fourth priest was Father Francisco Troconis, the official chaplain both of the Hibernian Regiment and of the Royal Hospital. The official church records give no indication that Father Troconis ever assisted
Fathers Hassett and O'Reilly in any civilian services.
Thus if religious instruction was to be given and baptisms
solemnized in the rural area, frequent arduous journeys
would be forced upon the already overworked priests.
If such a scheme was adopted, the obvious course was to
celebrate as many baptisms as possible during each visitation.
Once the governor decided to follow this plan, he
wrote to Spain suggesting the sending of three additional
priests to assist in ministering to the spiritual needs of
the settlers in the outlying areas. 19 In spite of the urgency
of this matter, Fathers Hassett and O’Reilly were forced
to carry on all the religious services in East Florida for
nearly eleven years before the arrival of any permanent
assistants. But overwork was not the only complaint of
the two priests for they were hampered in the performance of their religious duties by a shortage of canonicals
and vital pieces of church equipment. When the province
was evacuated in 1763, the church in St. Augustine was
stripped of these articles in order to transport them to
Havana. By a royal order of February 5, 1786, the Archbishop of Cuba was requested to return these items to St.
Augustine, but this had not been done as late as July. 20
Hampered as they were, the two priests were unable to
18. Father Camps remained in retirement in St. Augustine until his
death in May, 1790.
19. Cespedes requested also that the province be divided into three
Parishes, one embracing St. Augustine, one the St. Marys area, and
One the plantations along the St. Johns River. Cespedes to Galvez,
August 12, 1786, op. cit.
20. Royal Order of February 5, 1786, enclosed in Espeleta to Cespedes,
July 17, 1786, East Florida Papers, b1A.
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find time to make the journey to the northern areas except on very rare occasions. As a matter of fact, the records of St. Augustine parish indicate that except for a
visitation by Father O'Reilly in 1787, and one by Father
Hassett in 1790, the religious needs of the outlying plantation areas were left unsatisfied, unless the settlers made
the difficult journey to St. Augustine. As a result, few if
any children from the northern portion of the province
received religious instruction, and none were baptized
except during the aforementioned visits.
The first of these visitations took place early in 1787
in conjunction with an extensive survey trip made by
the governor to acquaint himself with conditions in the
northern portion of East Florida. Father O’Reilly was
asked to accompany Governor Cespedes and his secretary, Captain Carlos Howard. 21 The governor hoped to
ascertain the reaction of the Anglo-Saxon settlers to
Spanish rule and to permit the priest to make a survey
of the religious needs of the area. 22 During this monthlong trip, the governor’s itinerary took him to many plantations along the North, St. Johns, Nassau, and St. Marys
rivers, where he held long conversations with both the
English colonists and the new settlers from the United
States. He discovered that although many of these people were opposed to changing their religion, they were
willing to permit the baptism of their younger children. 23
Father O'Reilly was prepared to perform the necessary sacraments for he had a small portable altar among
his belongings. He had brought this with him in order
to celebrate mass for the governor’s party and the local
21. Captain Carlos Howard had been sent to East Florida to prepare
the way for the retrocession to Spain. He was a member of the
Hibernia Regiment and acted as the governor’s secretary for more
than ten years.
22. Father O’Reilly departed from St. Augustine some time after
January 10, for on that date, he performed a baptism in the town
church. Roman Catholic Records, St. Augustine Parish, White
Baptisms, 1784-1792, Historical Records Survey, Tallahassee, 1941,
p. 52.
23. For the governor’s own account of his twenty-eight day journey,
see Cespedes to Marquis de Sonora, May 12, 1787, Whitaker, op. cit.
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inhabitants. According to Cespedes’ subsequent report
forwarded to Spain, mass was celebrated at Amelia
Island, at the plantation of Francisco Felipe Fatio, 24 and
at the trading post of Panton, Leslie & Co. on the St.
Johns river. 25 In addition to mass, Father O’Reilly was
called upon to perform the sacrament of baptism seven
times. According to the church records, these ceremonies
were all performed non solemni. 26
While the governor’s party was occupied in inspecting the defenses of Amelia Island and the estuary of the
St. Marys river, the priest was ministering to the needs
of the local inhabitants. He was called upon to baptize
four children during this portion of the governor’s trip.
He first visited the plantation home of John and Mary
Houston, 27 and there christened their eight month old
daughter, Rose. As the Houston home at “Hickory
Grove” was quite a distance up the St. Marys river, the
priest spent considerable time in traveling. 28 After the
ceremony, Father O’Reilly urged the parents to bring
their infant daughter to the church at St. Augustine at
their first opportunity in order that either he or Father
Hassett might complete the baptismal ritual. According
to the church records, Rose did appear in St. Augustine
on February 2, 1808, at which time she was annointed
with Holy Oils. 29
24. The Fatio plantation was the most extensive single holding along
the southern bank of the St. Johns river. For additional information about the Fatio family, see Bruno Roselli, The Italians in
Colonial Florida, p. 30.
25. Cespedes to Marquis de Sonora, May 12, 1787, Whitaker, op. cit.,
p. 53.
26. All baptisms not performed in the church at St. Augustine were
listed as non solemni to indicate that the ceremony was incomplete.
To be completed, the recipient must be annointed with Holy Oils,
an act that could be performed only in the church. The ceremony
was regarded as official, however, even without this act.
27. John and Mary Houston were. both Loyalists who had fled from
Georgia, probably in 1780.
28. The Houston family was later driven away from “Hickory Grove”
in 1789 by an Indian attack. Apparently they returned to their
plantation home after hostilities ceased. Houston was murdered
by Indians four years later. Spanish Land Grants, IV, 201-202.
29. Roman Catholic Records, p. 52.
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Later on the same day, Father O’Reilly visited the
home of John and Mary Kean, 30 and there baptized three
young children. The oldest of these was a girl named
Elizabeth, approximately six and one-half years old. 31 A
marginal note in the church records states that she “had
been scalped by an Indian,” indicating clearly that life,
along the St. Marys river was not yet safe. 32 The other
two children were William, aged two, and Mary, an in33
fant of eight months. As no official witness signed the
baptismal records of these children, it appears safe to
assume that none of the governor’s party were in attendance.
After concluding the survey of Amelia Island and
the St. Marys region, the governor and his official party
turned southward, finally arriving at the middle reaches
of the St. Johns river. Here were situated some of the
largest and most prosperous plantations in the entire
province, and here were congregated many of the AngloSaxon settlers. This region had been known as the “agricultural heart” of East Florida during the period of
English rule. Toward the end of the governor’s visit to
these river plantations, Father O’Reilly was requested
to perform three additional baptisms. The first of these
ceremonies was performed on February 23, at the home
of John and Roana Hegar, formerly residents of Georgia. 34 Their three months old son was given the name
John Baptist, probably out of respect to Juan Baptista
Payeres, a neighbor, who was present at the ceremony in
30. There appears to be little definite information available on Joseph
Kean, other than that he was a Loyalist refugee from Georgia.
It is possible that the name Kean should be spelled Kane or Cain,
as several families by these names do appear in the land grant
records.
31. Elizabeth Kean was born on June 9, 1780, apparently in East
Florida, indicating that her parents had left Georgia during the
Revolution. Roman Catholic Records.
32. Ibid.
33. Mary Kean appears as the wife of both John Houston and John
Kean. This may indicate confusion and duplication in the official
records.
34. Available information makes no mention of a Hegar family.
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the capacity of official witness, and who may have served
as god-father. 35
A visit was made on the next day to the home of
John and Mary Hambly, 36 also former residents of Georgia, who asked Father O'Reilly to baptize their eight
months old son. The infant was given the name John. 37
The elder Hambly apparently stood high in the esteem
of the provincial authorities for the governor himself
was present at the ceremony and signed the church register as official witness and sponsor. 38 This was the only
occasion during the tour of inspection that the governor
took an active part in the baptismal ceremonies of Father
O’Reilly. The priest performed a second baptismal ceremony on the same day, possibly in conjunction with the
one celebrated in the Hambly home. At the second service, the month old natural son of Jacob Leslie and Anna
Kinsly was given the name Thomas. 39 The governor’s
assistant secretary, Manuel Rengil, 40 acted as official
witness, possibly indicating that the father of the child
may have been a person of some consequence. 41 On the
other hand, it may have been that Rengil was anxious
both to see that the mother and child received proper
consideration, and to offer the protection of the government.
This baptismal ceremony was the last performed
during the governor’s survey expedition. Father O’Reilly
may have tarried for a short time after the governor’s departure as no mention is made of his presence in St. Augustine until April 12, when he was called upon to offi35. Catholic Church Records, p. 56.
36. There appears to be little information concerning the activities
of the Hambly family prior to this time.
37. The young child was later brought to St. Augustine where he was
annointed with Holy Oils and received into the Church on April
29, 1789. Catholic Church Records, p. 56.
38. Hambly was later employed by Governor Quesada as Indian agent,
interpreter, and confidential courier.
39. It is possible that Jacob Leslie was the son of John Leslie, the
merchant. The name Kinsley appears variously as Kinsley or
Kingsley.
40. Manuel Rengil later became the secretary of Governor Quesada.
41. Catholic Church Records, p. 57.
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ciate at the baptism of Theodore Mariano Savi. 42 If he did
linger in the outlying plantation area, the church records
make it clear that he performed no additional baptisms.
He may have celebrated mass, however, for the garrisons of the various posts along the St. Johns river, at
San Nicolas, San Vicente Ferrer, and Talbot Island.
These isolated groups of soldiers did not receive frequent
visits from the military chaplain.
As was mentioned previously, the lengthy visitation
of Father O’Reilly to the northern reaches of the province
was the only one of its kind undertaken between 1784
and 1790, when Father Hassett embarked upon his important baptismal mission to the Anglo-Saxon settlers.
The three years following the visit of Father O’Reilly
were to witness a steady increase in the number of colonists arriving from the southern portion of the United
States, thus making Father Hassett’s visit in 1790 a matter of necessity.
The baptisms performed by Father O’Reilly in January and February, 1787, during his visit to the plantation region, were but a portion of all the Anglo-Saxon
baptisms celebrated in East Florida in the years 1786
and 1787. During these two years, more than a score of
persons of Anglo-Saxon extraction were christened and
annointed with Holy Oils in the church at St. Augustine. 43
The two groups of baptizees, those in the rural areas and
those in the town, differed both as to age and as to motives actuating their acceptance of the Catholic religion.
The parents of the children baptized during the visitation of Father O’Reilly were Protestants and were desirous both to maintain good relations with the Spanish
authorities and also to provide for the future welfare of
their offspring as citizens of East Florida. As a result
of their extreme youth, these children were christened
and admitted to the Catholic faith without religious in42. Ibid., p. 61.
43. Only non-Catholic adults and their children will be considered in
this part of the paper.
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struction. 44 Many of the baptizees in St. Augustine were
adults or adolescents, and were therefore required to
undergo instruction. Actually, this group fell into three
main classes ; adults of both sexes, adolescent girls, and
young children.
The first of the two adult males to receive the sacrament of baptism during these two years was Edward
Ashton. 45 He was a successful planter who had come to
East Florida from Ireland during the period of English
occupation. He had made quite a name for himself before the retrocession of the province to Spain, and when
that event took place, he was one of the few who decided
to remain behind. The presence of Governor Cespedes
at the baptismal ceremony on February 1, 1786 as official
witness and sponsor testified to the position of Ashton
in the eyes of the local authorities. 46 Ashton’s wife,
Maria, already was a Catholic, and their two oldest sons
were listed in the contemporary records as catechumens.
About three months later the second of the adult
males to be baptized in St. Augustine in 1786 appeared
before Father Hassett. He was Jacob Clarke, 47 a youth
of twenty. This young man was a native of East Florida
and already was the possessor of an extensive farm of his
own.
The third of the adult Anglo-Saxons to be baptized
during the period under consideration was Maria Evans
Peavett, 48 the widow of Joseph Peavett, a wealthy plant44. It was customary to baptize children under six without requiring
them to undergo religious instruction. They were considered to be
under the “age of reason.”
45. According to the census of 1786, Edward Ashton was 38 years old
in that year. He was listed as the husband of Maria Hinsman, a
native of Germany. East Florida Papers, Census Returns, 1786-1814.
46. This date was some months prior to the issuance of the two royal
orders dealing with the problem of the conversion of English colonists remaining in the province.
47. Jacob Clarke was the eldest child of Thomas and Honoria
(Cummings) Clarke who had come to East Florida from England
soon after the treaty of 1763.
48. Maria Evans was born in Charleston, South Carolina, where for
a short time, she was the wife of a man named Fenwick. Later,
she came to East Florida where she married Peavett who had
arrived in the province late in 1763, shortly after the arrival of
the English occupation troops.

Published by STARS, 1947

13

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 26 [1947], No. 4, Art. 5

338

T HE F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

er who had been granted extensive properties during the
period of English occupation both in St. Augustine and at
New Waterford on the North river. 49 When he had announced his intention of remaining in East Florida after
the retrocession, several of the departing English colonists left their property in his care. There were certain
indications that some of Peavett’s affluence could be
traced directly to misuse of his powers as trustee of these
properties. 50 He died shortly after the arrival of the new
Spanish governor, possibly in 1785. His widow soon accepted the attentions of a young Irish planter, John Hudson, 51 who had been a friend of her late husband. As her
prospective husband was of the Catholic faith, it behooved her to renounce her Lutheranism and accept his
religion. The baptismal ceremony was performed by
Father Hassett on November 23, 1786. 52 The couple were
married shortly afterward, probably early in the next
year. Their names appear linked together during the next
few years as witnesses and sponsors at many baptismal
and marriage ceremonies. When Mrs. Hudson died in
1792, the terms of her will indicated that she had been
widowed once again, probably prior to 1790. In spite of
her frequent marriages, Mrs. Hudson was survived by
no blood relatives, and her entire estate was bequeathed
to a ward, John E. Tate. 53
The fourth and last adult baptism was likewise performed as a matter of convenience, but for a very different reason. The request was made that Father Hassett
attend Judith Arbert, 54 an unwed expectant mother, who
desired to join the Catholic faith so that her child could
be born of a Catholic parent. The priest at first refused to
sanction such a ceremony on the ground that the woman
49. Spanish Land Grants, III, 127.
50. Siebert, op. cit., II, 61-62.
51. He was at least thirty years her junior.
52. Catholic Church Records, p. 45.
53. Spanish Land Grants, III, 127.
54. Judith Arbert was the daughter of John and Sarah Arbert of
South Carolina. She was listed as being 28 at the time of her
baptism. Catholic Church Records, p. 83.
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had previously been baptized in the United States by a
Lutheran clergyman. After considerable delay, Father
Hassett relented and permitted a partial ceremony on
December 3, at which time the young woman was given
the name Francisca Maria Rosa. 55 There is nothing in the
available information to indicate whether or not the parents of the child which was born six days after the baptism of its mother, were later married. As a matter of
fact, the father, John Grene 56 of France, does not appear
again in any available records of St. Augustine.
As has been pointed out, the baptisms of Maria
Evans Peavett and Judith Arbert were performed as matters of convenience. The same was true of the baptisms
of six adolescent girls celebrated during the period under
consideration. All six belonged to Protestant families,
and all were desirous of marrying youths of the Catholic
faith. The marriage ceremony could not be performed
with the full church service, however, if either of the parties involved was not of the Catholic faith. The obvious
solution to the problem was the conversion of the young
girls to the religion of their prospective husbands. The
first of these girls to request baptism was Margarita McFail, 57 a young woman of 20, who was christened by Father
Hassett on February 3, 1786. Her case was similar in some
ways with that of Judith Arbert, for on the very day
that she was baptized, her six weeks old natural child
was also baptized and given the name Joana Elvira. According to a notation in the church records, this child
was legitimated on December 4 after the marriage of its
55. Ibid.
56. The name Grene does not appear to be of French origin. The
official sponsor at the baptisms of both mother and infant was
Maria Rosa Generini of St. Augustine. It might be pointed out
that there is a slight similarity between the names Grene and
Generini, and it may be that some error in transcription may
have occurred.
57. Margarita McFail was a native of East Florida and the daughter
of Paul and Margarita (Win) McFail, both Anglicans from the
British Isles.
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mother to Antonio de Palma, 58 the father. 59 The couple
remained in St. Augustine where their second child was
born on August 27, 1787. 60
Early in November, the second prospective bride,
Sarah Mangrin, 61 was christened by Father Hassett receiving the name Mary Elizabeth. Conversion to the Catholic faith was a prerequisite for her marriage to John
George Hinsman of Baltimore, a member of a noted colonial family already well established in East Florida. 62
Their marriage must have taken place shortly thereafter
as they are listed as husband and wife in the census completed during December of 1786. 63 Their first child, John
Manuel Florentine, was born on October 16, 1787. 64
Thirteen year old Mary Perry, 65 the daughter of
Mary Perry Hazard, a widow of some social standing in
the community, was the next prospective bride to request
the assistance of Father Hassett. She was christened
Maria Dolores Concepcion in a ceremony held on December 12. Early the next year, she was married to Ramon
de Fuentes, who had accompanied Governor Cespedes
to the province from Havana in 1784 in the capacity
of “Chief Apothecary for the National and Military Hospital of St. Augustine, Florida." 66 They were blessed
with a son, Antonio Gervasius, born on June 1, 1788. 67
Four young girls were baptized in the church at St.
58. Antonio de Palma was a native of Spain who had settled in St.
Augustine after the retrocession. He was the owner of a small
trading company.
59. Catholic Church Records, p. 23.
60. The infant was finally given the name John Joseph. Ibid., p. 76.
61. Sarah Mangrin was the daughter of William and Elizabeth (Letgo)
Mangrin of Virginia. There is no indication that her widowed
mother was present in East Florida at the time of her baptism.
62. The Hinsman family was a very large one, apparently having
settled in East Florida prior to the close of the Revolution. The
church records list both Pennsylvania and Maryland as the family’s
original home.
63. East Florida Papers, Census Returns, 1786-1816.
64. Catholic Church Records, p. 82.
65. Mary Perry was born in East Florida in 1773. Her father, Marcus
Perry, apparently died some years prior to 1786.
66. Spanish Land Grants, III, 145-6.
67. Catholic Church Records, p. 113.
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Augustine during the next year as part of the preparations to marriage. The first of these was Mary Scott, 68
who was christened Maria Raphaela del Carmen in a
ceremony held on February 26. This took place a short
time before her marriage to Nicholas Rodriguez, 69 a native of East Florida and a merchant seaman by profession. The name of Maria Rodriguez was to be found frequently during the next few years on a large number of
baptismal certificates indicating that she was often requested to act as official witness or sponsor. She appears
to have been a person of some importance in the social
world.
One of the most interesting episodes in the story of
the conversion of the Anglo-Saxon settlers occurred in
the summer of 1787, when six children of Theophilus and
Theresa Hill were christened in two ceremonies. 70 The
oldest of the children was Sarah, a young woman of 17,
who was given the name Maria del Carmen in a ceremony
held on June 18. Shortly thereafter, her marriage to Francisco Xavier Sanchez 71 was celebrated in the church at
St. Augustine. The couple settled on a large plantation
at San Jose in 1791 and lived there for a great many
years. According to local records, they reared a large
family of children. 72 The first child was christened Raphaela Teresa Basilia by Father Hassett in a ceremony
celebrated on May 8, 1788. 73
The other five Hill children were brought to the
church on July 8, 1787, in order that Father Hassett
might perform a mass baptism. The oldest of these was
68. Mary Scott, a Quaker, was the daughter of John and Sarah (Briton)
Scott of Philadelphia. Neither of her parents resided in East
Florida at the time of her wedding.
69. Nicholas Rodriguez was the son of Lorenzo Rodriguez, a member of
an old East Florida family. Father and son had returned to the
province from Cuba in 1784.
70. The Hills were Baptists who had come to East Florida at an earlier
date from their former home in South Carolina. Most of the children had been born north of the St. Marys River.
71. Francisco Xavier Sanchez was a native of East Florida, and was
usually listed as being a planter.
72. Spanish Land Grants, V, 25.
73. Catholic Church Records, p. 104.
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Christina, a child of thirteen, but already promised in
marriage to Jose Sanchez, 74 a youth of twenty-three. He
apparently was not related in any way to his future sister-in-law’s husband, Francisco Xavier Sanchez. The
other children baptized at the same time ranged in age
from eight years to one month. The baptism of the Hill
children was a welcome occurrance for Governor Cespedes as he hoped that it would set a wholesome example
for other large Anglo-Saxon families.
The last of the adolescent girls to be baptized during the period under consideration was Anna Sigle. 75
She was given the name Anna Maria de los Dolores in a
ceremony held on July 24. Her prospective husband was
Pedro Rodriguez de Cala, 76 a native of Spain and a sailor
by profession. The wedding was celebrated a few months
after her baptism, and the couple’s first child, Jose Manuel, was born on March 25, 1789. 77
Mention has already been made of a majority of the
infant baptisms celebrated in the church at St. Augustine
during the period under discussion. There were eight of
these baptisms, including the four young Hill children,
the infant daughter of Margarita [McFail] de Palma,
and the son of Judith Arbert, born a few days after her
baptism. 78 The other two children, sons of Edward Ashton, have been alluded to indirectly. They were listed as
catechumens in the Census of 1786, and were finally
christened by Father Hassett on September 17, 1787. 79
74. Jose Sanchez was a nephew of Sebastian Espinosa, and was the
owner of a small farm near St. Augustine.
75. No mention has been found of the Sigle family in the material
available. The church record of her baptism listed her parents
as being John and Mary Sigle, the latter a widow.
76. Mention is made of Pedro Rodriguez de Cala in the Census of 1786.
77. Catholic Church Records, p. 144.
78. The infant was baptized on December 9, 1787, and received the
name John Peter Grene. Ibid., p. 85.
79. Ibid., pp. 76-77.
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SUMMARY
Several fairly definite conclusions can be reached
from the foregoing consideration of the Anglo-Saxon baptisms performed during 1786 and 1787, both in St. Augustine and in the northern plantation region of East
Florida. In the first place, it is evident that the governor’s efforts to substitute Catholicism for Protestantism
among these people as demanded by the Spanish government, were not totally unsuccessful. As has been pointed
out, a change of religion on the part of any large number
of people has seldom been accomplished without a display
of force on the part of the authorities involved. Governor Cespedes had no desire to follow such a stringent
policy lest it might result in the immediate departure
of all foreign settlers not of the Catholic faith. Such an
occurrence would immediately undo several years’efforts
to populate East Florida. Thus any change of religion
was truly voluntary and marked a victory for the governor’s diplomatic handling of a difficult problem.
In the second place, the conversion of persons of
such wealth and prominence as Edward Ashton, the widow Peavett, and the Hill family, indicate that these people must have been conscious of some concrete economic
or social advantage that might accrue to them in complying with the religious requirements of the royal orders
of 1786. It was quite evident that the governor treated
these people with great kindness whenever they presented him with their problems. He may have had an inkling
of what the next few decades were to bring to the Spaniards in East Florida.
In the third place, the very fact that the governor
not only did not make a more strenuous effort to enforce
the religious terms of the royal orders of 1786, but also
appeared willing to strike a bargain with the Anglo-Saxon settlers of Protestant faiths, accentuated the peculiar
administrative freedom enjoyed in East Florida.
Finally, the baptism of several young girls of AngloSaxon ancestry and their subsequent marriage to hus-
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bands of Spanish, French or German descent indicated
the trend toward a more cosmopolitan population in East
Florida. The church records indicate that large numbers
of children resulted from these mixed marriages. The
intermarriage of Anglo-Saxon and Spanish elements continued during the next two generations, and by the time
of the transfer of the province to the United States, the
small population was definitely homogeneous in every
way. There were few settlers of pure Spanish descent
remaining in 1821, and few of these departed with the
change of flags. Thus one result of Governor Cespedes’
efforts to attract colonists of non-Spanish origin to East
Florida did much to extinguish the pure Spanish element
in the civilian population.
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